In most industrialized countries (including Italy), the increasing financial pressure on public organizations and the need for accountability have led to renewed attention on measuring public performance. In Italy, in 2009, the Legislative Decree 150 mandated all public organizations to introduce a 'performance management cycle' and publish a performance plan (a multi-year programming tool), a performance report (regarding the results obtained), and a document formalizing the model, the phases, and the timing of the adopted performance measurement system. This paper aims to understand whether transparency obligations in performance measurement correspond to a higher degree of accountability for stakeholders or whether they create greater bureaucracy. This study focuses on Italian public healthcare organizations since they need to be much more accountable towards their stakeholders on the results obtained in comparison to other public organizations. The empirical analysis conducted shows that the legal obligations for transparency in performance measurement are still important in a country with civil law like Italy-but they are not sufficient for improving accountability for stakeholders.
Introduction
Over the past decades, many studies have investigated performance measurement in public organizations (Arnaboldi, Lapsley, & Steccolini, 2015; Bouckaert & Hallingan, 2008; Ittner & Larcker, 1998; Johnsen, 2005; Modell, 2009; Rana, Hoque, & Jacobs, 2018) . In recent years in Italy, as in other countries, the increasing financial pressure on public organizations and the need for accountability have renewed attention on public performance measurement.
In 2009, lawmakers introduced a performance measurement system for all public organizations in Italy. This system requires public organizations to introduce a 'performance management cycle' with the aim to plan, control and report on performance. Furthermore, public organizations are required to publish online the documents introduced for planning and reporting performance. This paper aims to understand whether transparency obligations on performance measurement correspond to a higher degree of accountability to stakeholders or whether they merely create more bureaucracy. In detail, this study focuses on Italian public healthcare organizations because, compared to other public organizations, they need to be much more accountable to their stakeholders on the results obtained with the resources used.
Content analysis is the method used for this investigation. The performance plans and performance reports over a time period of four years have been examined in order to understand whether they followed a mere compliance-based approach or if they were performance-oriented.
The paper is organized as follows. The second section looks into performance measurement and transparency in public organizations, with a special focus on public healthcare organizations. The third section describes the method used and the fourth section contains the empirical analysis conducted for this study. The fifth section presents final remarks. measurement in the public sector has led to renewed interest among both academic and managerial communities due to the need to support the decision-making process as well as to meet the accountability requirements. Specifically, the new public management reforms encouraged the adoption of result-oriented management and the development of new forms of accountability that progressively led to several countries introducing performance measurement systems based on 'advanced' approaches (Ball, Grubnic, & Birchall, 2014; Behn, 2003; Bouckaert & Halligan, 2008; Jansen, 2008; Van Helden, Johnsen, & Vakkuri, 2008; Van de Walle, 2009; Yang & Holzer, 2004) .
In this regard, many performance measurement models have been developed across the years to not only consider the multiple dimensions of performance (Kaplan & Norton, 1992; Epstein & Manzoni, 1997) , but also to highlight the connections between input, activities and outcome (Borgonovi, Anessi Pessina, & Bianchi, 2018; Epstein & Manzoni, 1997; Bititci, Nudurupati, Turner, & Creighton, 1997) and the alignment between strategy and action (Anthony & Govindarajan, 2001; Bryson, 2018; Neely, Gregory, & Platts, 1995) .
Over the past few years, among different types of public organizations, the most advanced forms of performance measurement have also become significant in the public healthcare sector. The huge amount of public resources invested (due to increased healthcare needs and the progress of technologies and research) and the high social impact of healthcare activities have highlighted the need to measure performance to support the decision making process, to develop a performance-based accountability and to satisfy the pressing request from citizens for more transparency.
As regards 'what' to measure, scholars distinguish between the depth (i.e. the levels) and the span (i.e. the dimensions) of performance (Behn, 2003) .
As to the depth, referring to the Italian National Healthcare System, the central government sets the essential level of healthcare services that must be provided uniformly across the country and the 21 regional governments are responsible for organizing, financing, planning and controlling healthcare activities of 142 local healthcare organizations (LHOs). In each region, the LHOs provide healthcare services for the whole population in any given area, act partly as providers through their own personnel and facilities, and partly as purchasers of healthcare services from other public organizations or private providers. Also because of these different institutional levels, performance measurement can refer to the National Healthcare System (considering all the healthcare services provided in the national territory), the Regional Healthcare System (considering the activities of LHOs based in the regional territory), a single LHO and/or individual employees (medical or administrative staff).
With regard to the span that is the dimensions of performance to be measured, they may be classified into different categories, but are generally connected to the volume of activities carried out, resources used, effectiveness and efficiency levels, impacts on the community, and so on (Carbone et al., 2013; Le Pogam, Luangsay-Catelin, & Notebaert, 2009 ). This paper will specifically consider all the dimensions of performance measured at the LHO level.
Considering this latter level, in Italy, the need to measure public performance found 'new' answers in Legislative Decree no. 150/2009 and subsequent resolutions on implementation. This reform required all public organizations to implement the so-called 'performance management cycle', which consisted of the definition and the assignment of objectives to be achieved, the identification of the necessary resources, the monitoring of ongoing initiatives, the implementation of any corrective actions, the use of reward systems based on evaluation criteria, and finally the reporting of results. This cycle, as outlined in the decree, implies the construction of a logical map that defines the links between the institutional mandate, the mission, the strategic areas and objectives, the actions to be undertaken and the available or acquirable resources. In addition, organizations are required to publish on their institutional websites the documents formalizing the different steps of their performance management cycles: the 'performance measurement and assessment system', a methodological document that formalizes the model, steps and timing of the adopted performance measurement system; the 'performance plan', a multi-year planning document to be prepared annually; and the 'performance report', an annual report on the results obtained.
Specifically, the performance plan is a three-year planning document that outlines, consistently with the resources available, the objectives, the indicators and the targets to be used as references for the measurement, assessment and reporting of performance. This means that performance measurement does not stem from ministerial requirements, but rather refers to the objectives and the indicators defined by the organizations, and is conducted according to the criteria established by the above mentioned methodological document.
Regarding the reporting of performance, the reform mandates the preparation of a document called 'performance report' to show the results obtained during the previous year as against the preset objectives and based on the resources available, also to acknowledge any gap and related causes and the consequent corrective measures to be implemented. The recipients of this report are policy-makers, top managers, external auditors, citizens and, more generally, all the parties involved. The performance report is meant to be a concise and easy-to-understand document accompanied by a number of annexes containing more detailed information.
As to the role of lawmakers, some authors specifically highlight how the culture of performance measurement and transparency cannot be introduced as a legal requirement. On the contrary, the development of new models and methodologies is more likely to occur in organizations that aim at continuous improvement on a voluntarily basis (Broad, Goddard, & Von Alberti, 2007; Halachmi, 2005; Heinrich, 2007; Kuipers et al. McAdam & Walzer, 2003) . However, other authors point out that in countries ruled by civil law, including Italy, the juridical approach pushes the top managers of public organizations to wait for regulatory changes before innovating and start to change only when it becomes an obligation (legal requirement), particularly if (or only if) reinforced by penalties (Anselmi, 1995; Borgonovi, 2002; Hatry, 2002; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2000) . Therefore, laws are an essential step towards the institutional validation of innovation. A regulation imposing the adoption of performance measurement in the healthcare sector may strongly encourage the LHOs to reinforce their planning and control functions and to pursue accountability and transparency.
Furthermore, the online accessibility of all the data and information regarding the activities planned and implemented by LHOs as promoted by the transparency requirement should help the LHOs to achieve a better level of accountability and give greater attention to the planning and reporting of their performance through an effort of selecting and ranking priorities.
On the other hand, apart from the opportunities mentioned above, there are also criticalities associated with performance transparency that have been highlighted in some studies. A broader information reporting, including the use of modern technologies, may sometimes make organizations more vulnerable to public criticism, thereby inducing managers to pay more attention to the appearance than to the substance of their actions. In addition, their operating capacity and productivity might be reduced due to an excessive amount of resources absorbed by performance measurement and reporting activities (Halachmi & Greiling, 2013) .
Furthermore, if transparency has been induced by a legislation-driven and top-down reform, this could be initially useful to overcome, or at least control, resistance to change and allow for a faster implementation of innovative solutions. However, if the innovation is subsequently not shared and its usefulness is not perceived, it may give rise to opportunistic behaviour accompanied with the risk that the innovation is implemented merely for complying with legal requirements (Anessi Pessina & Steccolini, 2005; Jones & Mussari, 2000) . The latter case would be the umpteenth failure of the reform process, with bureaucratic and formal mechanisms prevailing over managerial principles and tools, which would have been therefore introduced only formally, without a specific purpose, to merely become a very expensive bureaucratic exercise.
In light of the theoretical framework and the legislation mentioned above, the remaining part of the paper will present the results of an empirical investigation considering the initial years of the reform implementation (2011) (2012) (2013) (2014) . The focus was on the analysis of the documents prepared by the Italian LHOs to highlight whether they are based on a managerial approach or are merely new tools used to express an old bureaucratic-formal approach.
Methodology
The methodology adopted was a content analysis that consisted of coding the text of the written documents into categories on the basis of selected criteria (Krippendorff, 1980; Weber, 1985) . The purpose was to detect the type and the amount of information given in the documents with the assumption that the frequency of the reported information indicated the importance assigned to the identified categories.
The analysis was conducted from two perspectives: the structure of the documents and the nature of the information reported.
As to the document structure, the attention was on the scope and the amount of the information provided.
More specifically, based on the evidence of the literature review and on the analysis of a pre-sample of documents, information was subdivided for the performance plans into seven main information categories (IC): presentation, external context, identity, planned activity (indicators and targets to be achieved in terms of output, qualitative effectiveness, quantitative effectiveness, outcome, appropriateness, efficiency, economic and administrative performances), input (personnel, infrastructure and financing), process and improvement of the ijbm.ccsenet.org International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 13, No. 7; 2018 performance management cycle and others.
Conversely, seven different main ICs were identified for the performance reports: presentation, external context, mention of objectives, planned activities and expected targets, activity carried out and results obtained (indicators and targets achieved in terms of output, qualitative effectiveness, quantitative effectiveness, outcome, appropriateness, efficiency, economic and administrative performances), inputs used (personnel, infrastructure and financing), process and improvement of the performance management cycle and others.
The subsequent analysis of the nature of information was based on the assumption that, in order to plan and then to effectively report on the activities carried out and the results obtained, one has to use a balanced amount of quantitative (data, balance sheet items and indicators) and qualitative information, as well as tables (Gray, Dey, Owen, Evans, & Zadek, 1997) . In order to illustrate the nature of the information, some categories have been broken down into descriptive and quantitative information.
As far as coding and measuring units are concerned, this content analysis considered a 'sentence' as the coding unit in order to better understand the message (Milne & Adler, 1999) , and a 'line' as the measuring unit to quantify the space devoted to each individual information category (Patten, 2002) . Even if words, sentences, proportion of pages and page size data were very common as measuring units, a line count measure was chosen so as to balance the time consumption, reliability and significance of the analysis conducted on Italian pdf file documents. This approach reports length by looking at lines of each IC relative to the total number of lines in the documents considered. This is an improvement over the absolute number of each IC line, since it better shows the importance of each IC for every LHO. As to the tables, considering their variety of forms and sizes, a separate content analysis was conducted by adopting the paragraph within the cell as the coding unit and words as the measuring units. The analysis did not include the table of contents, graphs, images, footnotes and the glossary. The so-called dominance principle was applied to conduct the analysis, which was done by a single coder (the author of this article) without using any software.
The online search was conducted in April 2014. For sample definition, only the performance plans with the corresponding performance reports were considered. Indeed, the purpose of the analysis was not only to know the contents of these documents, but also to verify whether an underlying managerial approach could be seen in their construction, therefore highlighting any link between the plans and the reports in order to fulfil the requirement of accountability effectively and transparently. As a consequence, the actual sample on which the results of the research were based consisted of 16 performance plans and the 16 corresponding performance reports (Table 1) . This is why only 16 LHOs prepared both the three-year planning document and the corresponding final reporting document. The dramatic reduction in the number of LHOs considered with respect to the initial population stresses how many of them did not publish online the performance plan or did not report on their respective performances, thus neglecting the requirements of accountability and transparency. 
Empirical Evidence and Discussion
The analysis showed a great variety of structures in the documents examined. Furthermore, a wide use of tables was observed to describe the human, technological and financial resources available, as well as the objectives and targets (performance plan) and results (performance report). The use of this method to present contents may be due to the willingness to make the examined documents more understandable and fast to read, but could also be related to the nature and origin of the data, i.e. budgets and annual reports.
All this made the content analysis more complex because, as pointed out in the methodological section, the process was subdivided into two parts, one concerning the body of the text and the other concerning tables.
As can be seen in Table 2 , the analysis of the performance plan texts shows that a large space has been devoted to the explanation of the purposes and the structure of the performance plan (IC: 'presentation'), as well to the steps of the performance management cycle (IC: 'process and improvement of the performance management cycle'), with an approximate average of 10.8% and 16.4%, respectively. Referring to the contents of the 'presentation IC', most of the examined documents mentioned the need to implement the actions required by the national and regional legislations, thus once again confirming the importance of a regulation for the introduction of new management tools. In three cases, in addition to regulatory compliance, the performance plans were clearly prepared for other purposes as well, such as the enhancement of the information system and the dissemination of the culture of performance, while in only two cases, the defined document was also adopted for external purposes, in order to favour accountability.
Almost 44% of the information pertained to the 'identity IC', which described the institutional purposes, the mission, the areas of intervention and the organizational set-up of the LHOs, as well as the strategies and objectives defined by the managers. It comprised a very general part, often with extensive references to the national legislation. More specifically, the 'identity IC' mainly consisted of a definition of the mission and a description of the organizational set-up, while less than half of the measuring units were devoted to the strategies and objectives decided by the managers. The lesser significance of the latter type of information can be partly justified by the abundant space specifically devoted, in the tables of the performance plan (Table 3) , to information on strategies and objectives (slightly less than 20%) and to the relative 'performance indicators and targets' to be achieved (slightly more than 56%). In the latter case, most of the used indicators pertained to the 'output' (average 31% with 18.53% standard deviation) that is the different types of activities planned and the projects to be implemented, as well as, in some cases, the volume or trend of the healthcare services to be delivered to the users. The significance of the 'output IC' was certainly linked to the greater availability of data and the need to share information on planned activities with all the LHO personnel, but also to the need to give the community proof of the type and amount of healthcare services to be provided through easy to understand indicators so as to reinforce their social legitimization.
In addition to the 'output IC', the parts of the table dedicated to planned activities also showed indicators and targets relative to economic performances and administrative services in support of the healthcare activity (IC: Economic and administrative performances), with an average of 12% (although with a very high variability). Particular importance was also given to administrative activities in terms of information flows to be supplied, plans to be prepared, reports to be written and submitted, payments to be made, and so on, which were measured with 'done/not done' type of indicators. This is a signal of a progressive bureaucratization and formalization of the activity. Conversely, as far as economic performance indicators and targets were concerned, the analysis revealed that one of the main objectives identified was cost reduction (particularly in the pharmaceutical area), with very few cases connecting this problem to the verification of the appropriateness of healthcare treatments Vol. 13, No. 7; 2018 (average of the appropriateness IC: over 1%) and to the rationalization of the use of resources (average of the efficiency IC: near to zero).
The information dedicated to the economic, social, demographic and epidemiologic conditions of the population (IC: external context) on an average was 17.8% in the body of the text, and 13.3% in the tables, even though it showed a high variability. Generally, this was quantitative information to outline the framework under which the LHOs operated, but only in a few cases, the causal link with subsequently defined three-year strategies and objectives was defined. Another feature shared by the examined documents was the attention devoted to the information on human resources compared to the information on available infrastructures. Referring to the 'input IC' (8.17% in the body of the text and 8.40% in the tables, on average), almost all the information, both in the body of the text and in the tables, was concerned with the staff, categorised by gender, contract type and qualification, and the related training activities organized by the LHOs. The information on infrastructures merely pertained to the number of beds available in the different facilities (hospitals, hospices, health care residences for the elderly, etc.), while virtually nothing was specified as to the technologies and healthcare equipment available and the required investments. Moreover, the information concerning the types and the amounts of funds obtained by the LHOs was equally scarce.
Regarding the performance reports, the analysis of the content of the text showed the level of importance given to the presentation of the purposes and the structure of the document ('presentation IC') as well as of the various steps followed in the performance management cycle, concluding with the publication of the performance report itself ('process and improvement of the performance management cycle IC'), with an average, considering both ICs, of almost 32% (Table 4) . Special attention was paid to the economic, social, demographic and epidemiologic conditions of the population ('external context IC') (about 13% on average). However, most of the examined documents merely resumed the part already included in the performance plan and only a few documents described the criticalities highlighted in the context during the actual functioning of the LHOs, with the consequent failure to achieve specific objectives. Regarding the tables of the performance report (Table 5 ), the analysis observed that, except for two cases, the activities carried out and results obtained were always connected to the strategies and objectives, indicators and expected targets. This allowed stakeholders to immediately and easily compare the plans with the results. Precisely due to this correspondence with the planning part, most of the information on the activities carried out and results obtained by the LHOs were concerned with the 'output IC' in the performance report too, with the quantitative information slightly more than the qualitative information (on average, 15.59% and 12.85%, respectively).
Also, the importance of the 'economic and administrative performances IC' stood out clearly, being generally supplemented with excerpts of the accounting documents reporting on the costs incurred and resources used, with a clear concern of the LHOs in reporting on the resources used and the economic sustainability of their activities. As to the other ICs regarding the activities carried out and the results obtained, those concerning results expressed in terms of qualitative and quantitative effectiveness, the outcome, appropriateness and efficiency were very poor, with the sole exception of some documents in which the qualitative and quantitative effectiveness played a rather significant role in terms of information on mobility from/to other LHOs, waiting lists, screening and prevention activities.
Furthermore, the review of performance reports revealed that in almost all cases, there was the substantial lack of a part concerning the analysis of the degree of achievement of targets. In general, there was no analysis of the criticalities that may have led to disappointing performances. This could reduce the performance report into a mere reporting document with no impact on subsequent planning activities. In this regard, however, this gap may be justified by the fact that, in most cases, the preset objectives and the targets seem to have been achieved with very high percentages (often nearly 100%). This fact, though, could indicate the existence of another problem: the consideration that the said objectives were defined with excessive caution, while the more challenging objectives and targets could be better identified for the future.
Regarding the nature of the information, for all the ICs of performance plans and performance reports, except for those pertaining to the 'presentation', 'process' and 'other' ICs, the coding units were distinguished in connection with how the information was expressed: either in quantitative (when the coding units presented a number) or qualitative terms (in the opposite cases).
The analysis revealed that the weight of the descriptive information was usually lower than that of the quantitative information.
However, it is significant to observe how the ICs concerning the indicators and the targets were essentially descriptive in the performance plans and quantitative in the performance reports, presumably due to a difficulty or a lack of interest in defining the objectives to be achieved with a number. On the contrary, we should appreciate the effort of those LHOs that incorporated both qualitative and quantitative information in their performance reports with the intention to provide their internal as well as external stakeholders with a more objective knowledge base for assessing their performances.
In summary, despite the small sample size of examined documents and also considering the well-known limitations of the use of content analysis (Milne & Adler, 1999; Unerman, 2000) , we may draw some considerations:
• The LHOs' efforts in defining and reporting the strategies, objectives, indicators and the targets to be achieved with the resources available is certainly appreciable. However, the definition of strategies and objectives, preceded by a description of their context, often lacks a definition of the causal link existing between the starting situation of an LHO and its strategic choices, thus depriving its stakeholders of the possibility to understand the LHO's willing contribution in improving the pre-existing health conditions of the population.
• The performance identified by the LHO generally refers to the type and volume of the activity to be carried ijbm.ccsenet.org
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 13, No. 7; 2018 out, with a substantial lack of the categories of effectiveness, efficiency, outcome and appropriateness of the healthcare services.
• We observed a certain attention to the economic performance to be achieved and to the support administrative services to be delivered, justified with the pressure LHOs constantly face to reduce costs and promptly and exhaustively submit to the regional government the information flows required to govern the Regional Healthcare System.
• The objectives, indicators and targets to be achieved are, in most cases, of a qualitative nature, with a consequent higher degree of ambiguity and discretionary power that inevitably affect the level of accountability towards the stakeholders.
• The focus of the annual performance reports is on the results obtained in terms of the type and volume of services delivered and costs, with virtually no attention given to the other dimensions (effectiveness, efficiency, outcome and appropriateness).
• The poor attention devoted to the analysis of deviations between plans and reports reflects the risk of leading to a substantial lack of impact of measurements on future planning, ending up by limiting the potential of the introduced innovation.
Conclusion
To face the shrinkage of public resources allocated to the healthcare sector without reducing the quantity and quality of the services provided, it is essential for public LHOs to measure and control their performances, and report on the results for all their stakeholders. This is the background against which a growing interest in performance measurement and transparency has been observed over the years among lawmakers, scholars and LHOs.
In 2009, the Italian national lawmaker introduced an obligation for public healthcare organizations to adopt the performance management cycle and consequently prepare and publish a multi-year planning document (performance plan), an annual report (performance report) and a methodological document on their institutional websites.
This paper, which reported on the results of an investigation conducted on the documents published by Italian LHOs in the initial years of the reform implementation, was developed to examine whether the legal obligation led to the dissemination of documents capable of fulfilling the performance-based accountability needs or if it was reduced to just another legal formality.
The documents analysed by using content analysis showed differences in their structures and volume of information reported, but all shared a focus on the measurement of the output in terms of the type and volume of the healthcare services to be delivered (performance plan) or delivered in the previous year (performance report). A certain attention was devoted to the economic performance and the administrative support services, a proof of the importance of the economic sustainability of the healthcare services offered and to the work of non-medical staff. On the other hand, while the information provided on effectiveness, efficiency, appropriateness and outcome of healthcare services was definitely scarce, the information on the context in which the LHOs operated was conversely abundant, although often with no causal connection with the part concerning the definition of the strategies and objectives to be achieved (in terms of the initial situation to be improved) or with the part regarding the reporting of the results obtained (in terms of the criticalities and opportunities encountered by the LHOs during their actual operations).
In conclusion, the legal obligation to measure performances and ensure transparency has not been proven to suffice to ensure greater accountability to the stakeholders by the LHOs in general. A strong commitment towards this purpose should be developed by the regional governments (who are the funders that govern the Regional Healthcare Systems), as well as a positive perception of the usefulness of the new tools, namely a positive relationship between the benefits and the costs involved in their introduction. Certainly, the LHOs that have complied with the requirements of the new legislation have improved their level of external accountability, because their performance plans and performance reports are often the sole non-accounting documents regarding planning and final reporting to be published online. However, there is much room for improvement if one wants to obtain the best from these documents in terms of balancing performance management needs with the requirement of accountability and transparency in view of creating the opportunity to receive a feedback from the community and identify the critical areas from the point of view of the services to be delivered or the information to be provided.
